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         I REMEMBER THE FIRST time I used a scythe. I was in my mid-twenties and, sick of city life, I had taken up the tenancy of a cottage in the middle of nowhere. Neglected for years, the garden was a waste ground of invasive weeds, molehills and tumbled-down fences. At first I relished the challenge of taming this wilderness, but after just one year the burden of mowing the grass, strimming the various rough patches and trimming the hedges began to grind me down.

         Perhaps the most irritating part of the process was the maintenance of the various petrol-powered cutting machines I had to use. The strimmer, a length of steel tube with an engine at one end and a head of rotating nylon cord at the other, was a particularly truculent contraption. I always dreaded trying to get the blasted thing started after its long winter hibernation. Ensuring the mix of oil and petrol was just right for the highly strung engine, clearing the air filter, decarbonising the spark plug, replenishing the nylon cord, oiling the head and flushing the carburettor were all jobs that had to be undertaken before endlessly yanking away at the starter cord, desperately hoping it would fire into life. And when it finally roused itself from its winter slumber and revved up to fever pitch, on went the protective gear: steel toecaps, goggles, gloves and ear-defenders. I would submerge myself into a day of monotonous buzzing and rattling, flaying the emerging spring vegetation.

         However, one morning in late April, no matter what I did I just could not get the damned thing to start. In the days of my youth I would have taken it to my father – a man of the post-war generation when everyone was a hobbyist mechanic – and with a bit of tinkering he would soon have had it going. But I was on my own here. In the middle of nowhere. And no amount of swearing and cursing was going to improve the situation. Dismayed, as I cast my eye over the unruly undergrowth encroaching on the last vestiges of lawn around the cottage, my mind recalled an implement I had hanging up in the back shed. It was a scythe I’d purchased a few years before at a car boot sale, for the princely sum of ten pounds. Carrying it back to the car that day, I had conjured up a romantic vision of myself emulating the farmhands of Old England, slashing through acres of luscious meadow grass between manly swigs from a cider flagon. Blunt and rickety scythe in hand, I set about cutting and quickly developed a pendulum-like hacking motion. Progress was slow, but it was working – and I was living the dream.

         It was lucky for me that one of the older gamekeepers caught sight of me. As he pulled up in his clapped-out Land Rover he leaned out of the window and laughed. ‘I can see you’ve never used a scythe before, boy.’ Within seconds he was smearing a drop of spit down the blade with a whetstone, working up a fine abrasive paste and softly grinding a shining edge on the black patina of the antiquated iron. Razor sharpness was everything. And the technique he demonstrated was different too. Holding the blade parallel to the ground and as far away from the body as was comfortable, he drew it towards himself in an arcing motion, slicing – not hacking – through the undergrowth. The hollow ringing sound of the blade scything through the grass and weeds was clean and appealing. But what’s more, the speed and effectiveness was astonishing. On the back swing a brushing technique could be adopted with the rear of the blade, teeing up any fallen plants to be sliced through on the returning swipe. I was impressed. And while the job had probably taken me a fraction longer than with a strimmer, I’d enjoyed listening to the sound of the birds while I worked.

         That summer the scythe became the tool of choice. Relieved of the rigmarole of fuelling, servicing and maintaining the strimmer, scything could be conducted on a whim, the scythe plucked from the toolshed and employed for an hour or two here and there. My technique improved. I became stronger and began to feel less exhausted at the end of a stint, and almost matched the time taken to do the same job with a strimmer. And the shape of the garden changed too; straight lines gave way to sweeping curves and corners became rounded. Scythed twice that year, the variable stubble of my small meadow created an attractive environment for a variety of grasses and wild flowers, which in turn supported a host of different insects. As autumn reached for her golden crown, I realised that I’d taken a traditional way of doing something and had found that, on my terms, it was just as effective as the mechanically charged, petrol-powered methods of today.

         And so, my relationship with cræft had begun. 
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         I GUESS I NEEDED to make a distinction between how we think about the modern definition of craft and what it meant when it first appeared in the English language over a thousand years ago. In a keynote lecture given to the Heritage Crafts Association in 2013, Sir Christopher Frayling echoed the sentiments of David Pye, in The Nature and Art of Workmanship, when he called craft, ‘a word to start an argument with’. I don’t want to start any arguments but it’s true: craft has become so ubiquitous that it’s increasingly difficult to state with any exactitude a definition precise enough to satisfy everyone. Certainly, it has something to do with making – and making with a perceived authenticity: by hand, with love; from raw, natural materials; to a desired standard. It doesn’t necessarily have to result in an object, though. A recent craze for craft beers means that we can consume craft and essentially come away with nothing to show for our purchase – except perhaps a slightly fuzzy head the next day. In the world of art it can be a methodological process as much as a conceptual tool. In the world of luxury, a reassurance that you are acquiring the very best product money can buy. In the world of the everyday, the success of the retail giant Hobbycraft is the best illustration that we still revel in the pastime of using our hands to make something that can be given, enjoyed and cherished.

         But even in today’s versatile use of the word craft there is only the faintest overlap with the definition cræft had when it first appeared in written English over a thousand years ago. The Oxford English Dictionary can find no one word to exchange, like for like, for Old English cræft, and instead offers an amalgam of ‘knowledge, power, skill’, and an extended definition where a sense of ‘wisdom’ and ‘resourcefulness’ surpass in importance the notion of ‘physical skill’. It would seem that we can’t quite put our finger on exactly what cræft was.

         It is this inability to assign a precise contemporary meaning that justifies the ideas put forward in this book of a lost knowledge and of how traditional crafts, as we know them, are about so much more than just making. We don’t have cræft in our lives any more. Our Anglo-Saxon ancestors certainly had it, but at some point we mislaid it and with it its true meaning. Over the course of the last fifteen years I’ve found many occasions to think through the idea of a lost knowledge. As an archaeologist I’m constantly confronted with the material culture of past societies: objects that were once fashioned, used, altered and discarded. Through the analysis of these objects, archaeologists attempt to draw conclusions about the nature of the human condition and, in particular, how our thinking, our actions and our relationship with our environment have changed over time.

         I rarely study anything archaeological that is more recent than the fifteenth century. But for a period of ten years, from 2003 to 2013, I participated in a number of television series for the BBC that charged our various team members with recreating life as it would have been on British farms from the seventeenth to the twentieth centuries. Unlike the work of an archaeologist, whose task it is to survey essentially static remains, in the making of Tales from the Green Valley (2005), Victorian Farm (2008), Edwardian Farm (2010) and Wartime Farm (2012), I often observed material processes in action, and was involved in how an archaeological record was actually created. In filming these overtly nostalgic historical programmes, I was consistently confronted with a narrative of the old ways, a sense of unrelenting change and a feeling that something was for ever being lost.

         At first, I railed against this cliché of retrospective regret. For the angry young man that I was back then, Billy Bragg’s invocation to damn nostalgia as the ‘opium of the age’ rang loudly in my ears. But gradually I began to realise there was more than a kernel of truth in the nostalgic motifs we were revisiting. Society, I concluded, was losing something. As I became more and more engrossed in the traditional ways – and not just historical methods of farming but ways of making and living in the past – it occurred to me that the modern world was depriving us of many of these skills. What I saw as a wider knowledge – one that enabled us to exist in a world where our sustenance and survival depended on our interactions with the materials we had at our disposal – was slowly slipping from our grasp.

         Having finally got myself up to speed with the digital world, I begin to wonder whether the vast complexity and infinite interactions digital technology promises are in fact doing quite the opposite: are they actually narrowing our sensory experiences? We’re increasingly constrained by computers and a pixelated abridgement of reality that serves only to make us blind to the truly infinite complexity of the natural world. Most critically, our physical movements have been almost entirely removed as a factor in our own existence. Now all we seem to do is press buttons.

         Richard Sennett, in his ‘template for living’ The Craftsman, talks about craftsmanship as the state of being engaged: how we interact materially, with each other and our immediate surroundings. Perhaps we should consider this as a key component of the long-lost cræft. Against a narrative of progressive technological innovation, what has happened to cræft, the indefinable intelligence of our Anglo-Saxon forebears? What reasons lie behind its drift into obscurity? Chiefly, I accuse industrialisation and the introduction of cheap and vastly superior forms of power – resulting in what I call our illiteracy of power. We simply don’t need to factor power into how we make from and process raw materials. Nowadays, with a flick of a switch, we can generate what would take far more time, human energy and cost to produce by hand. The point when industrial processes emerged as the dominant means of production was the point at which the concept of craft as a form of art emerged – as a self-conscious counterpoint to factory-made goods. Craft became defined in opposition to industrial manufacture.

         Mechanisation too, and especially the small electrical motor, has largely robbed us of the need to be physically skilful and dextrous. Everyday skills, such as mixing ingredients with our hands, have been given over to electrically driven implements. The growth of formal knowledge – an intellectualised understanding of the world – has meant that learning through practice, by rote and experience, has been relegated. It’s more customary today to refer to the text – the formal knowledge – of the manual than it is to take something apart and see how it actually works.

         I’m not saying that either of these developments is necessarily bad. There are many occasions when I probably should have consulted the manual before taking a malfunctioning machine apart. But mechanisation has changed the way we think, the way we build knowledge; so familiar has post-industrial power become that we genuinely find it hard to relate to the world before it. This may be why a true definition of cræft is so remote to us: we have forgotten how to think like the generations before the Industrial Revolution.
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         FOR ANYONE WHO chooses to read this book aloud, æ is a diphthong: a complex speech sound beginning with one vowel and gliding into another. In classical and modern languages it’s pronounced using a range of sounds, but in the Old English alphabet, where it’s known as an ‘aesc’ or ‘ash’, its pronunciation falls somewhere between ‘a’ and ‘e’, and in the case of cræft, I usually say a word that sounds more like creft than craft. But that’s just me. I’m from the south-east of England and speak with an estuary accent: far from posh, a step up from cockney.

      

   


   
      
         
            1

            
DEFINING CRÆFT


            
               
[image: ]
               


            

         

         

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         IN THE LATER years of his life, Alfred the Great, celebrated king of the English, defender of the Church and scourge of the Vikings, settled down to prove that his pen could indeed be as mighty as his sword. He was a pious king. Years of being taken to the brink of defeat had caused him to consider that his fate was being determined less by his own guile and more by some higher and mightier power. This soul-searching in the twilight of his life delivered him to the works of wise men – churchmen and philosophers – and as he read and considered their writings, the paternalistic king took it upon himself to spread the word. He set about translating documents, for the first time, from Latin into Old English, embellishing his translations with his thoughts and ponderings, and in the process providing us with a tantalising glimpse into the mind of one of England’s most eminent statesmen.

         The youngest of five brothers, Alfred had to sit back and watch as the brutal early medieval world took its toll on his kinsmen. His brothers, Æthelbald, Æthebert and Æthelred I, had between them reigned for little more than fifteen years during a period that saw the fledgling kingdom of England driven to its very knees and taken, as one commentator put it, into the ‘crucible of defeat’. Northumbria had fallen, Mercia was in its final death throes and Wessex stood alone, teetering on the verge of collapse as a Viking army of unprecedented proportions ravaged the nation’s people. Almost inevitably, Alfred found himself next in line for a throne that promised nothing but unrelenting warfare, unavoidable slaughter and the impossible task of rescuing the Anglo-Saxon world from the prospect of eternal oblivion.

         But he did it, and in the achievements of his age, Alfred’s talent clearly extended beyond mere rabble-rousing, good sword technique and the ability to stand fast in a shield wall beset by the trancelike psychotic rage of the Viking berserkers. While these prerequisites undoubtedly allowed Alfred to secure power, it was with ideological, political, economic, administrative and strategic tools that he maintained the status quo and even, for a fairly lengthy time, retained peace in the land.

         His taming of Guthrum, through his enforced conversion to Christianity after the Battle of Edington, brought the Scandinavian king into a wider European cultural milieu that, through co-operation rather than violence, would reap wealth and rewards for both parties with significantly less loss of human life. In political terms, the boundary known as the Danelaw, an arbitrary line drawn diagonally across England from the east of London to the Wirral in the north-west, gave Guthrum’s followers the opportunity to settle and exchange the battleaxe for the plough.

         Alfred’s programme of fortified town construction throughout the kingdom of Wessex was designed as much with a view to consolidation of his power as it was to establish the economic future of the kingdom. And his ambitious plan to have every child of noble birth schooled in the English language paved the way for an administrative and legal foundation that would set in motion the emergence of the English state machinery that William the Conqueror was so keen to wrest control of in 1066. Putting divine intervention aside, it was clear that Alfred was a resourceful chap. He realised that the package of kingship involved a greater range of power, skill and wisdom than your average ‘Dark Age’, mead-swigging, skull-cracking warlord.

         It is through Alfred’s writings, and especially his translations of ancient texts, that we can enter his thought patterns and gain an insight into how he perceived his own talents and those he recognised in other people. One word in particular crops up over and over again as the warrior-turned-scribe wrestled to find a lexical range in the Old English tongue to interpret what he was confronted with in the Latin texts of classical writers. That word is cræft.

         In fact, so frequent is the word’s appearance in Alfred’s work, it might be considered nothing more than a catch-all term employed as a consequence of Old English’s inability to match Latin’s diverse wordplay. But only a fool would accuse the Anglo-Saxons of being anything other than the finest wordsmiths. Throughout all his translations and prose, the specific contexts within which cræft is used show that Alfred was grappling not just to replace, sense for sense, but to describe a quality or state of being; an almost indefinable knowledge or wisdom.

         I’m not saying that cræft didn’t mean to the Anglo-Saxons what it means to us today: a physical skill, ability or dexterity. But of the 1,331 appearances of the term in all Anglo-Saxon documents, whether used singly or as a compound, in the greatest number of cases the meaning is of power or skill in the context of knowledge, ability and a kind of learning. Furthermore, a sense of mental skill – merit, talent or excellence – occurs as many times as the sense of mere physical skill. But Alfred does something else with cræft in his translation of one particular text, Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy. On a significant number of occasions he uses cræft to translate the Latin virtus, meaning virtue, in the sense of spiritual skill or excellence. In a study of Alfred’s debt to vernacular poetry, the historian Peter Clemoes writes that Alfred’s uses of cræft are best explained as ‘the organising principle of the individual’s capacity to follow a moral and mental life’. Alfred ‘The Great’ becomes Alfred ‘The Life Coach’ some twelve hundred years before the publication of Richard Sennett’s so-called ‘template for living’, The Craftsman.

         Over the following millennium the word cræft has a rich variety of meanings. Alfred praised God for the Wundorlice cræfte (wonderful craft) with which he had shaped the earth, and this sense survives in biblical tracts right up to the sixteenth century. In Game and playe of the chesse, printed by William Caxton in 1474, for example, a ‘romayn’ (Roman) would choose to defeat their opponent less by use of ‘subtilnes’ (subtlety) and more by an overt ‘craft and strengthe of armes’. This powerful and almost brute force seems a long way from the form of intelligence seen in other contexts. The ‘poetrie’ of Gavin Douglas’s 1513 translation of Virgil’s Æneid is conducted in a craft-like fashion, and ‘love’, in Chaucer’s 1381 Parliament of Fowls, is treated almost as a profession for which life is too short for a ‘craft so long to lerne’. Clearly, craft in these more amorous settings is anything but a natural gift and rather something that must be studied and learned in depth.

         This ties in with our current understanding of a craft as something that one must take time to learn in order to be a competent let alone master practitioner. Tutoring begins with an apprenticeship, and a consistent association between craft and making as a vocation can be observed from its earliest mention all the way to the present day. William Langland in Piers Plowman (1362) wrote of ‘Taillours, tanneris and masons’ among ‘mony other craftes’. In 1758, on the eve of the Industrial Revolution, Samuel Johnson in his series of essays entitled The Idler talks of the crafts of ‘Shoe-maker, Tin-man, Plumber, and Potter’. Of that special something, however, that special quality or skill, Joseph Moxon’s The Doctrine of Handy-works (1678) is most explicit when he marvels at the joiner in his ‘craft of bearing his hand so curiously even, the whole length of a long board’.

         But very early on in the history of this word we start to see something happen that casts craft in a much more negative light. The demonic side is there from the beginning and is found in craft’s most famous compound: witchcraft. In the Anglo-Saxon period wiccecræfte is glossed as the Latin for necromantia (necromancy, communicating with the dead), and demonum invocatio (the calling up of demons). In the later medieval period, although less deviant, in John Trevisa’s English translation of the Benedictine monk Ranulph Higden’s Polychronicon (1387), we are told that, of some men, we must be wary more of their guile than of their craft. This suggests that the two have not yet overlapped and that the latter is certainly not as bad as the former. Yet the mere association with guile is enough to taint. By the time Thomas Hobbes was publishing Leviathan in 1651, craft is explicitly linked to a ‘Crooked Wisdom’, and in 1856, in the American poet Ralph Waldo Emerson’s commentary on English Traits, there is a clear association between actions of poisoning, way-laying, assassination and ‘craft and subtlety’. How did this come about?

         The problem is, of course, that craft is as much a loaded term as it is a pragmatic description of how one earns one’s livelihood. In its defamatory use value judgements are being made. And this is the issue with simply exploring the history of a word. To uncritically accept the present reading of craft is to fail to see beyond its recorded history to the actual ability and skill it purports to describe. From the very beginning the use of the term witchcraft was heavily laden with a Christian bias, a worldview within which any other form of belief system was seen as heretical. We’ve come a long way since the medieval ducking pond and the witch-burnings of the seventeenth century and are much more accepting of different religious practices. With its emphasis on natural cures, remedies and spiritual well-being, modern witchcraft is regarded as a positive thing – the antidote to our over-medicalised world. And more than a thousand years ago witchcraft represented an intelligent set of ritual practices.

         Today, it is the word crafty that has suffered most. Although consistently used to describe someone wise, ingenious, clever, dextrous and skilful, from its first usage right up until the nineteenth century, the negativity it’s associated with today is well illustrated in Shakespeare’s King John, where a love that is ‘craftie’ is a love that is ‘cunning’. More explicitly, Hobbes, again in Leviathan, wrote how ‘crafty ambitious persons abuse the simple people’. Perhaps it’s time to take the late-twentieth-century righting of the wrong done to witchcraft’s practitioners over the past millennium and apply it to craft. Isn’t someone who is crafty also someone who simply has a way of doing things that is different from our own? Like the witch, the crafty so-and-so is the outsider, the non-conformist, the maverick, the renegade. Their craftiness is about bringing together all their powers to get on in the world outside of the Establishment, or perhaps even despite the Establishment. If we don’t already, should we not admire craftiness a little more?

         My first brush with an alternative reading of the word crafty was some years ago on a building site in south-east London. I was working with a team of labourers one of whom, Billy, had managed to curry favour with management to the extent that he’d been moved off the labour-intensive job of hand-digging footings and on to what the rest of the team termed ‘a cushy little number’, checking gravel-laden heavy goods vehicles in and out of the site. Over tea break the next day the others called him a ‘crafty son of a bitch’. But it was the way they said it that got me thinking. Yes, they disliked him because of his obsequious behaviour, but there was an element of envy in their tone brought about from an underlying respect for what Billy had achieved. And what Billy had done wasn’t morally wrong; it wasn’t deceitful or treacherous, he was just trying to get on in life.

         I for one would like to claw back the word from its current association with slyness and cunning. For me, this use represents a borderline insult that has its origins in the rise of formal knowledge and an emergent snobbery towards manual artisan skill. It is writers and not makers who create the texts on which dictionary definitions are founded, and this pejorative sense is the result of the tensions that arose between Homo sapiens (Man the Wise) and Homo faber (Man the Maker) in late-Victorian society. The schism is most beautifully rendered in Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, where the protagonist, a highly skilled stonemason, despite being ‘a handy man at his trade, an all-round man, as artizans in country-towns are apt to be’, is desperate to have his intellectual exertions recognised. Of Christminster (Hardy’s fictional Oxford), Jude would say, ‘I love the place – although I know how it hates all men like me – the so-called self-taught – how it scorns our laboured acquisitions.’

         My aim, then, is to repossess the word crafty from its present-day detractors and reinvest it with some of the qualities it had over a thousand years ago, to embrace it as a form of knowledge, not just a knowledge of making but a knowledge of being. Alfred the Great may well have been a zealous Christian, but he had a darker side, and it shows in his rendering of the legendary heroic craftsman Weland the Smithy, a character famed for his cunning and his cræft. Of this mythical metalworker Alfred writes, ‘Where now are the bones of the famous and wise goldsmith, Weland? I call him wise, for the man of skill can never lose his cunning, and can no more be deprived of it than the sun may be moved from his station.’ As pious as he may have presented himself to an evermore moralising Christian faith, Alfred clearly had an appreciation of the old ways.

         Being cræfty was about more than just being good with one’s hands. In the strategies of translation that Alfred adopts for Boethius’s Consolations of Philosophy, he unites the concepts of learning and virtue with making by using cræft in his translation for the Latin of all three. For Alfred, the labour and work associated with making and doing was comparable to the spiritual strivings of philosophy. It seems we are finally coming back to this notion that making has a spiritual element to it, that making fits within a wider understanding of who we are and where we are going. My definition of cræft and cræfty, I hope, brings us closer to this.
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         AGAINST A RISING tide of automation and increasing digital complexity, we are becoming further divorced from the very thing that defines us: we are makers, crafters of things. When our lives once comprised an almost unbroken chain of movements and actions as we interacted physically with the material requirements of our existence, today we stare at screens and we press buttons. When we made things, we accumulated a certain kind of knowledge, we had an awareness and an understanding of how materials worked and how the human form has evolved to create from them. With the severance from this ability we’re in danger of losing touch with a knowledge base that allows us to convert raw materials into useful objects, a hand-eye-head-heart-body co-ordination that furnishes us with a meaningful understanding of the materiality of our world. Some people call this knowledge know-how to distinguish it from formal knowledge, the knowledge of principles. But you could call it cræft. It is a wisdom that furnishes the practitioner with a certain power.

         We appear to have created a society that looks disparagingly on people who use their hands to earn a living. Nowhere is this more pronounced than in the educational system where value is placed on the learning of principles rather than on learning through doing. The implication is that people who work manually on a day-to-day basis don’t have the intelligence to sit at a computer. To be fair, our machine-driven world of manufacture has meant that a plethora of processes that were once skilfully undertaken by hand are now conducted with the flick of a switch, the pressing of a button or the easing of a lever. So we can’t argue that people who electronically use machines to make things are any better than computer operatives. But as a wider consequence, fabrication, construction, energy, waste and by-product are largely monetary abstractions to a society of nonmakers. It occurred to me that if we spent more time individually converting raw materials into useful objects, we might be better placed to contextualise the challenges that face a society addicted to excessive and often conspicuous consumption. Perhaps more importantly, we might be a little bit happier.

         In many ways this book is an attempt to pare back to the basics of human existence and explore worlds in which the sustenance demands of life were met by the endeavours of our own hands. I realise that a linear narrative of machine manufacture replacing handcrafting is fraught with contradictions, and that many of the crafts discussed in this book have arguably held a more illustrious position in society after the major scientific developments of the last two centuries. I’m not against machines in principle, and I certainly don’t see craft as a simple dichotomy of man versus machine. But the use of machines for manufacture can create a social and economic jarring, the results of which are inundation, devaluation, waste and inequality.

         I’ve always thought that creating machines for tasks we could just as easily accomplish ourselves is unforgiveable – the battery-powered pepper mill comes in for particularly venomous scorn in our household. It’s a potent symbol of a society that’s going backwards. And to those who argue verbatim the advertising spiel that a battery-powered toothbrush reaches parts that a regular tooth brush can’t, I would say: leave your critical faculties in a glass jar overnight, like a set of false teeth. But while some machines are clever, the net result of our using them is that we become lazy, stupid, desensitised and disengaged. We must never lose sight of the fact that the most intelligently designed, the most versatile and the most complex piece of kit we have at our disposal is our own body. As John Ruskin put it in 1859, in our hands, we have ‘the subtlest of all machines’.
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         I AM AN ARCHAEOLOGIST. Archaeology is the study of anything that has been made by the human hand and, as such, the principles of the discipline can be extended to a whole range of phenomena from tools and objects to buildings, monuments and landscapes. By examining their physical form and spatial contexts we create narratives about past societies and seek to understand them through their creators’ own hands. This approach can also be extended to modern materials and to an archaeology of modern Britain; we can examine our material culture and draw conclusions about who we are and what we value. I worked in the construction industry as a commercial (as opposed to research) archaeologist for over five years. Nowadays, for any building development, no matter how big or small, a requirement to undertake archaeological work is written into the planning process; if there is a chance that archaeological data will be destroyed, through the installation of foundations and service trenches, the company is required to initiate archaeological work.

         It was in this environment that I put my university-learned theory into hard commercial practice as I set about excavating and recording archaeological finds from a rich variety of periods and in a number of fascinating locations. These were my salad days. I revelled in becoming what’s known in the trade as a circuit digger, a hired trowel. I travelled wherever the work took me across the south-east of England. I dossed down in old caravans, church towers, derelict beach huts, tents and rundown B & Bs. I lived out of the back of my car, I dug hard and I drank harder. I was free.

         Eventually, the lifestyle got to me. I was beginning to get a bit disillusioned with developer-led archaeology. Undercutting was rife, costs and wages were relentlessly driven down, and as a consequence the execution of the archaeology was often crude and expedient. There is also a certain myopia that comes with having one’s head stuck in a hole all week. I pulled some fascinating archaeological finds out of the ground, but in many ways I was peering at the past through a tiny conceptual window and seeing only fragments of the possessions that had once belonged to the people who had lived there. I began to struggle with some of the interpretative models that other archaeologists were coming up with because they seemed to me to require such a monumental interpretative leap in order to get from dust and bones to actual process. We were really good at describing what happened in the past, but the how and why either evaded us or was summed up in a series of trite generalisations and overconfident conclusions.

         As part of this self-reflection, I didn’t set about applying complex critical theories to archaeological data in order to better understand the link between pattern and process. Instead, I applied for a job on a historical farm that was to be the setting for a BBC documentary series about life in rural Britain in the year 1620. The idea was simple: you take a re-enactor and two archaeologists and place them on a farm and entrust them to run it as it would have been back in the day. I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t some attraction at the prospect of being on TV, and as my old car rattled down the M4 in the direction of the seventeenth century, with Buck Owens’ classic ‘Act Naturally’ blaring out on the stereo, I considered what fame and fortune awaited me. But deep down, I was in search of a ‘dwelling perspective’ on the past, a more complete understanding of the link between the wider environment and the archaeological record as a function of human inhabitation and interaction. I wanted to become the avatar within my own theoretical world but, most importantly, I also wanted to see how the archaeological record was created in the first place.

         When Tales from the Green Valley aired in 2005 it proved something of a surprise success story. During production, I’d often wondered to myself who on earth would want to watch a bunch of cranky, oddball re-enactors and archaeologists bimbling around in costume, pretending to live in the past. But I didn’t care too much because I was spending nearly every single hour of every day immersed in historical farming. I was tending, ploughing, scything, chopping, sweeping, hedging, sowing, walling, slicing, chiselling, digging, sharpening, thatching, shovelling; the list is almost endless. Most significantly, I was watching with an archaeological eye how my actions were altering and reconfiguring the material environment around me. For a period my interests and passions overlapped with the commissioners at BBC Two, and over the course of the next six years I made a substantial contribution to the making of Victorian Farm, Edwardian Farm and Wartime Farm. Though shot in a slightly different style, these series were essentially based on the same premise as Tales from the Green Valley. I was fortunate enough to try my hand at a huge range of crafts and, in forcing myself to implement them on the farms, I gained insights I would never have found if I’d been doing them for fun in my own back garden. When I made a traditional hay rake, I did it not to hang decoratively on my shed wall but to use in earnest, gathering in my own crop of hand-mown hay.

         At about the same time as the TV work took off, I decided that I wanted to return to study another of my passions – historic and archaeological landscapes. I won a scholarship to undertake a doctorate at the University of Winchester, and in the downtime between productions I spent an enormous amount of time wandering the downlands of southern England exploring the ancient and medieval landscape of Wessex. For a period of nearly ten years, on one hand I was immersed in crafts, and on the other, landscapes. And I began to understand the reciprocity between them. Crafts, through their need for raw materials, created patterns in the landscape, while landscapes determined the nature and character of the craft life. In a neat circle, crafted objects also helped shape the landscape. The surrounding environment could be read as a record of the lives and, critically, the work of people in the past. In my work for the various BBC farm productions, I had become one of the characters in Bruegel the Elder’s The Harvesters (1565), a painting that brilliantly illustrates the degree to which people were part of a complex interaction with plants, animals and the built environment, all set out in the tableau of a cræfted landscape.
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         IT WOULD BE impossible to contemplate a book on crafts without at some point engaging with the Arts and Crafts movement of the late nineteenth century. Popularly heralded as a reaction to the industrialised mass manufacture and often vulgar consumerism of mid-Victorian Britain, it was influenced in its design ethos by the medieval revivalism of an earlier generation of architects, such as Augustus Pugin and George Gilbert Scott. By the 1880s, the time was very definitely right for the emergence of a new brand of manufacturing. Levels of disposable incomes among the rising middle class were the highest they’d ever been, and a growing support for more socialist ways of thinking created the political space to conceive new modes of production.

         The first Arts and Crafts exhibition, held in 1888 at the New Gallery in London’s Regent Street, did much to lift craft into a state of self-perception, reflecting an intellectual engagement with how making fits into society, culture and the economy. It found its place during a period of regional growth in craft awareness – not so much a revival but an early attempt at conservation. For the first time since the medieval period, guilds and societies were founded in order to bind together designers, artists, architects and craftsmen.

         One of their chief ambitions was to address what many in the movement felt was a need to reform the design process. But at the same time there was a very real desire to return the maker – the craftsman – to the process of fabrication. John Ruskin, one of the movement’s founding members, was the first to place an emphasis on the true value in an object or building being derived from the pleasure taken in creating it; a key tenet of the Arts and Crafts movement was the notion of harmony between designer and craftsman, producing attractive, well-made, affordable objects for everyday use.

         The movement encompassed a number of different practitioners with a wide range of ideals and beliefs but, in general, they followed shared interests in the use of local materials, vernacular styles, a nod to the past (medievalism), and simplicity and honesty in design. Perhaps the most influential of all its exponents was William Morris, who was born into a comfortably well-off family in Walthamstow in 1834. A writer, lecturer and educationalist who went on to become a designer, craftsman and poet, by the 1850s he was ill at ease with what he considered to be a society in a state of decay and disorder. Like Ruskin before him, he saw the answers in the harmonising of design and crafting in the production of day-to-day goods from natural raw materials. Morris drew around him an eclectic mix of artists and designers, including the painters Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Edward Burne-Jones and the architect Philip Webb. Their collaborative venture, Red House in Upton, Kent, a residence commissioned by Morris, was to seed a business enterprise that fused decorative arts with fine arts and architecture, all delivered through a handcrafted sensibility.

         The Arts and Crafts movement had always harboured a commercial ambition for their designs and products. At first, this took the tone of moralising lectures and pamphlets on the case for good design and handcrafted objects, but over time they found themselves sleeping with the enemy. To compete with mass manufacture, design companies reliant on handcrafting simply couldn’t match factory production for volume and still provide affordability, so machines were increasingly employed in certain manufacturing processes. In return, industrial producers were attracted to the marketability of the unique selling opportunities the Arts and Crafts style offered. There were other contradictions too. Objects laboriously produced from start to finish using only human hands were too expensive for anyone but the wealthiest. Worse still, the wealthiest in society were invariably the industrialists whose money was made in the very factory conditions the Arts and Crafts luminaries deplored.

         In a cycle of contradictory irony, the captains of industry used Arts and Crafts objects to overtly display their wealth and status, while the captains of Arts and Crafts relied on industrial money for their patronage. In light of the movement’s profound cultural impact it seems specious to do it down. Ultimately, its leaders had a radical effect on design principles coming into the twentieth century. They vastly broadened the ranges of techniques used in the making of everyday domestic items, they gave a much needed aesthetic boost to vulgar late-Victorian tastes, and placed a sense of their national past more centrally in how a building or object should be conceived. But, for me, one of the most intriguing episodes in the Arts and Crafts story is that of the creation and relocation of the School and Guild of Handicraft by Charles Robert Ashbee.

         Ashbee was much more a designer and businessman than he was a craftsman. He schooled himself in Ruskin’s doctrine and, influenced by Morris, had political leanings towards socialist and collectivist ideals. A designer in residence at Toynbee Hall in East London, Ashbee was strongly governed by a desire to see his created objects set within a framework of self-sufficiency and an integration with nature. For this aspect of his enterprise, the countryside was the fitting – and only – place where this could be achieved. As a consequence, the workshop set up in 1888 in Commercial Road in London’s East End, was moved to Essex House in Ilford in 1891, and was finally relocated to the rural backwater of Chipping Campden, Gloucestershire, in 1902. Here, among a relatively warm reception from the local community, Ashbee’s Guild of Handicraft had limited success.

         His vision, in retreating to this countryside idyll, was to improve the standard of craftsmanship as well as the status of the craftsman, but as it turned out the best place to establish a bucolic ideal was not necessarily the best place from which to sell high-end designer metalwork, jewellery, enamels and wrought copper and iron furniture. Ashbee’s Gloucestershire concern lacked the centrally placed retail outlet the Guild had enjoyed in Brook Street, Mayfair, where he could attract passing wealthy patrons. By 1907, the business was all but over, yet the dream that objects could be enjoyably produced in an environment of communal living, and the profits from sales shared evenly, very much lived on.

         I admire Ashbee and his enterprise, though he may have been before his time. Today, with internet access to global markets and a delivery network to match, I have no doubt that his communal workshops would have been a standout success. Critically, what I like about him was his desire to place craft within a wider social and economic setting – even if his chief fault was that he did this too literally.
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         BUT WHAT ABOUT the skill of making? It’s easy to stand back and marvel at a craftsman masterfully manipulating tools and materials, but what is that special something a particular craftsman has that results in such beautiful objects? Think too much about sheer talent and it can quickly escalate into the realms of the mysterious and the magical. But what is this ineffable ability, and is it even definable? Tacit knowledge plays a substantial role in the way we teach, learn and practise in a wide variety of professions. It is this indefinable knowledge that George Sturt in his classic 1923 ethnographic study of a particular group of craftsmen, The Wheelwright’s Shop, repeatedly referred to as ‘real knowledge’, while at the same time finding it almost impossible to define with any precision. I also struggle to convey in words the actual crafting of an object. Seeing is believing, and words alone are not enough to truly express what it is to create skilfully.

         David Pye, whose Nature and Art of Workmanship represents one of the most authoritative commentaries on skill, was of the opinion that workmanship (his term for ‘skill’) is at least susceptible to rational examination, that it can be broken down into a series of movements and conscious processes. I’m reminded of the work of Michael Brian Schiffer, a professor of anthropology and an eminent behavioural archaeologist, whose contributions to archaeology I was at pains to understand as an unversed student of archaeological theory in the mid-1990s. In academic writing so dry I could almost feel my eyes desiccating on the page, Schiffer appeared to demonstrate that the conditions for success in the production of flint tools could be modelled through the scientific analysis of replication experiments. In essence, what worked and what didn’t could be modelled, and the cognitive processes behind these decisions could be inferred. I have no doubt that similar approaches could be adopted in the studies of modern craft processes, and that we could begin to characterise in meticulous scientific detail the ‘real knowledge’ with which Sturt, among others, was so fascinated and perplexed: how craftsmen arrive at the best possible method for exacting the perfect object.

         We need only look at the world of sport to see how almost every aspect, from the mental and tactical through to the nutritional and physiological, is placed under staggering levels of scientific scrutiny in a bid to gain advantage. But even if we could successfully describe and map the decisions craftspeople make in the processes of creating, can we really get to the value judgements and motivational desires that lie behind them? More importantly, would we really understand them any better than if we practised them ourselves? There is undoubtedly a healthy compromise somewhere between the blind admiration of the untrained onlooker and the over-analysis of the cognitive scientist.
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         AT THE HEIGHT of the Industrial Revolution, as machine power spread its tentacles through all aspects of production, Britain and its colonies were flooded with a veritable cornucopia of consumables. The Great Exhibition of 1851, held in the giant glasshouse at London’s Crystal Palace, was intended as a celebration of this industrial prowess, but in certain quarters there was unease at the emerging culture of mass consumption and, in particular, the effect the increasing use of machinery was having on the skill levels of British workers. Few critics were more vehement in their attacks on industrialism than John Ruskin, who voiced particular concern over the working prospects of the craftsman in the face of ever more mechanisation. Ruskin talked of the ‘degradation of the operative into a machine, which, more than any other evil of the times, is leading the mass of nations everywhere into vain, incoherent, destructive struggling for freedom’. Strong words indeed. Of the labourer, Ruskin implored his contemporaries to see that he was not ‘activated by steam, magnetism, gravitation, or any other agent of calculable force’, and that his real motivating power was his ‘soul’. Machines were therefore not just perceived as a danger to the livelihoods of the craft community, they threatened to undermine the very fabric of British life.

         In retrospect, the interrelationship between man, machine and manufacture was far more complicated than Ruskin initially conceived it. First, many machines were saving workers from some of the more laborious and unsavoury aspects of industrial production and were welcomed by folk working on the factory floor. Second, in some instances, machines were undertaking new work in manufacturing contexts – that is, work that wasn’t previously carried out by human hands. Third, even in those times of increasing mechanisation, there was still a requirement for skilled manual labour to work the machines. As manufacture expanded in the late nineteenth century there were, in fact, a greater number of opportunities for crafts to develop. It has been argued that the juxtaposition between traditional forms of manufacture and the emerging industrial complexes is what created our modern notion of craft in the first place – it was only when machines came along that the distinction needed to be made.

         There is, then, no tidy historical narrative that allows us to make a clear distinction, in mechanical terms, of when craft stops and machine manufacture begins. In which case, it might be more useful to consider the point at which a tool becomes a machine. John Harris’s Lexicon Technicum, Or, A Universal English Dictionary of Arts and Sciences, published in 1704, provides one of the earliest definitions of a machine as ‘the Lever, the Balance, the Wedge, or inclined Plane, Screw and the Pulley’. One could say, therefore, that a pair of scissors represents a form of machine. Two blades, effectively levered against each other, allow the operative to cut in a controlled fashion without the need for a cutting bench or stabilising brace. There is an element of what Howard Risatti in Theory of Craft calls ‘mechanical advantage’ derived out of a ‘system formed and connected to alter, transmit, and redirect applied forces’. But in this particular example it isn’t in the replacement of manipulative skill, for the scissor operator still has to use a series of bodily controlled movements to ensure that the cut is made along the desired line.

         Two succinct examples give some sense of where I see craft positioned in relation to these bodily movements – the use of tools, machines, power and the overriding context of the work. I’ll start with topiary, the craft of pruning shrubs into decorative shapes. In any productive flower, vegetable or fruit garden, a tightly clipped hedge is almost a necessity, and the more hedged borders one can afford to maintain the better. While their roots can stabilise and help to contain garden soil, a tight-knit hedge’s chief benefit lies in its role as a screen of dense foliage. This can provide a barrier against wind-borne weed seed ingress. It can also offer a wind shield to more delicate plants in the garden and, in an age before asphalt road surfaces, in the drier times of the year the hedge would stop the worst of the dust being picked up and blown into the garden. It was not unknown in the Tudor period for these well-manicured hedges and bushes to be used for the drying of laundry. And, as any amateur ornithologist will tell you, a good hedge attracts garden birds, which in turn do an excellent job of keeping insects at bay. Clip the wings of geese, ducks or chickens and a tight hedge of waist height will prevent them escaping from a contained daytime run. So, the art of topiary is really just an extension of a fundamental garden craft.

         Pliny the Younger, writing in the first century AD, informs us that the gardens of Tuscany were adorned with the representations of different animals shaped from box hedge. The tools used by these early topiarists are likely to have been the sickle – or more specifically a hedging hook – and the sprung shears. The sickle was swung in a slicing motion, a technique sometimes known as brushing, to swipe out the larger shoots, while the fine pruning of the foliage would be conducted with the shears. Sprung shears are forged from the same length of metal, blades are hammered out at each end and then the metal is bent round on itself so that the blades oppose each other in a sprung-like fashion.
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         The form of opposing two blades through a pivoting pin was invented in the medieval period, and by 1760, when the manufacturer William Whiteley & Sons was founded in Sheffield, scissors were being sold in substantial numbers in Britain. It wasn’t until well into the nineteenth century that garden shears based on this principle were more widely available. There is a short leap, in technical terms, from these to the finger-bar shears that require much the same kinaesthetic sensibility, what Risatti defined as the ‘sensation of bodily presence or movement’. There is a point at which the process becomes mechanised: mechanical advantage is gained through the gearing up of power by means of a hand crank, operated in a circular motion, which powers the oscillating finger-bar blades against each other. In its final form this mechanism is powered by an external force and we arrive at the hedge trimmers that can be heard chattering away on warm spring weekends in the suburbs of the developed world.

         The craft of trimming hedges can be broken down into three physical functions. Number one is the application of power. Number two is the kinaesthetic sensibility that enables us to shape our body, arms and hands into a position that allows us to achieve number three, the act of cutting. In the first three examples in the evolution of hedge-trimming equipment, physical functions one, two and three are all achieved through the human body. In the fourth example, the function of cutting has largely been reduced to a mechanical action, a redirection of the transmission of power. But it’s still the operative, via the action of repetitive hand-cranking, who powers the machine.

         The illustration of the fifth and final phase in the evolution is missing some details – the power lead, plug, socket, domestic electrical circuit, National Grid and power station required to make it actually work. In this final example, the machine is undertaking the act of cutting, electricity is providing the power and the operative is reduced to guiding the machine in the direction and manner they choose. As such, a hedge can still be crafted with this implement. But is it being cræfted? Does this demonstrate the knowledge, power and resourcefulness of cræft? At what point are the complexity of the engineering and the embedded carbon cost of the machine and how it’s powered offset by the advantage gained from using it over the four other examples in this illustration? And at what point does the social and economic context have to change to tip the scales in favour of a return, if not to sprung shears but to examples two, three and four? This is about resilience and sustainability as much as it’s about setting the benchmark for when crafting begins and ends. Perhaps harshly, I would not consider a topiarist who uses electric hedge trimmers a true craftsman on the simple grounds that the tool mutes their level of engagement with the material properties of the entity they are working.

         Not all of us have hedges in regular need of tending, so let’s look at an example closer to home. This is the craft of getting from A to B. Risatti uses the example of the bicycle to illustrate that through a series of mechanisms we can gain mechanical advantage – both in the redirection of power generated through the downward act of pedalling and through subsequent gearing systems. But there is a cost to this particular machine. Bikes require a certain condition of surface to operate effectively on, such as tarmac. They also have to be manufactured and maintained at a cost (tyres, brake pads and oil for moving parts). While the bicycle might be considered an example of a machine that has improved our quality of life immeasurably, it also removes us from a natural state. The greater velocity allowed by the mechanical advantage places us in a more exposed and vulnerable position. If for whatever reason the rider were to part company with the bike in motion, the body is not designed to impact on hard surfaces at these increased speeds, and the consequences can be severe, if not fatal.

         It might seem specious to criticise the bicycle. After all, unlike the motor car, it uses human power to propel it. Without a bike I could never have done my paper round as a kid. In which case, I wouldn’t have earned pocket money, the paper shop and newspaper magnate would have sold fewer papers, and our customers would have been less abreast of current affairs. In short, everybody would have lost out. The point I’m trying to make here is that in the act of cycling there is a level of disengagement with the physical reality of getting from A to B. We may save time, and, in my case, earn some precious needed cash as a teenager. But will it always equate to the cost of increasing physical jeopardy, the capital cost of bicycle manufacture and maintenance, and the manner in which we are disengaging with the material world around us? In this context, to walk might be seen as being more cræfty.

         In these two examples I’ve tried to create a link between an action or craft and its wider socio-economic context, its landscape of use, and to judge it on those terms for its efficacy, fittingness, lasting value and, for some, its beauty. It’s about more than just making. The goal, in being cræfty, is not to use as much as possible of the technology and resources you have at your disposal but to use as little as possible in relation to the job that needs undertaking. This is the resourcefulness in cræft. Having physical adeptness, strength and fitness represents the power in cræft. And finally, understanding the materials, making critical decisions about how to approach the work, and factoring in wider financial and time constraints represents the knowledge in cræft.
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